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A Rationale for Guided Reading

Before children: go to school, the process of
being able to read text that is more and more
decontextualized is guided informally by the
responses of caregivers and preschool teach-
ers. Some children focus a great deal of atren-
tion on reading and writing and quickly
develop deep understanding, seemingly with
little effort. Others have some basic knowl-
edge of literacy—familiarity with the lan-
guage of stories and with particular letters,
sounds, and words—but they need help figur-
ing sut the complex process of reading text.
As they work with rext, children develop a
network of strategies that allow them to at-
tend o information from different sources.
Information from these sources is, for the
most part, implicitly or subconsciously held,
but it is the foundation for reading text.

Clay {19932) clusters these sources of
information into three categories: meaning,
structure, and visual cues.

1. Meaning cues come from children’s life
experiences. Meaning is represented in their
memories and in the language they use to
talk about that meaning. This means that
reading has 1o “make sense.” As Holdaway
(1979} says. if children have heard stories

read aloud, they have formed high

éxpectations of written language. They

, Expﬁci it m:maice sense and they expect to

S 1 of the text.

tactic cues come from

d langua g is put together.
f:«gm ermned; words are not
rung together haphazardly but conform to

1rule°< For. cxampie, “She wore a red dréss”

the syntacric rules of English.

The entf:nfse éan be reconfigured in several

“sound right” to an English
ared wore dress” is
%io;esn_’t-__match the rules we
ed while learning to speak

comie from knowing the
tween oral language and its
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graphic symbols—the letters that are formed
into words divided by spaces and arranged
on the page, and the conventions of print
such as punctuation. A child may have
learned the distinctive features of a few
letters, perhaps those in her name. She may
even have developed the ability to produce
these letters over and over in writing. The
first letters serve as exemplars, helping the
child “learn how to learn”: she learns what
to notice about letters and how to compare
letrers with each other.

Children have these sources of information
at their disposal but may not know how to
access and use them while reading extended
text. It is one thing to recognize visuat fea-
tures of a letter or word in isolation. It is an-
other to use visual information that is
embedded in text. The teacher mediates the
process for the young reader.

It is usually not enough simply to pro-
vide children with good reading materials.
"Teacher guidance is essential. A major deci-
sign is selecting the texts that children en-
counter while they are building their reading
systems. First, children must have many op-

portanities to read all kinds of texts. A bal-

anced program will provide a large variety of

#texts organized by level of difficulty. Book se-
lection is discussed in depth in Chapter 10,

but there are two basic questions teachers
should ask themselves about the books their
students read every day:

1. Is the text consistently so easy that
children have no opportunity to build their
problem-solving strategies?

2. Is the text so difficult to process that
children get no real opportunity to read?

If the answer to the first question is yes,
then children may be reading but not solv-
ing the problems a more challenging text
would provide. An easy text that neverthe-
less introduces a few unfamiliar words or lan-
guage structures allows the child to practice
the™in the head” operations that build the
systemn. It is not the words that are impertant
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but the thought processes required to figure
out-the mew. words- while maintaining the
meaning of the text: In the earlier Spider,
Spider example, the pictures provided clear
clues to the mearing, but readers had to Jook
closely at the word not in the sentence “No,
no, Spider, not me.” They had to examine
detail while maintaining the meaning and
their own sense of how language was struc-
tured. The text provided a context for using
word-solving skills and for checking the
process by using knowledge of the story and
semrtence pattern.

A child who can carry out this process
on beginning texts is on the way to learning
“how to learn” in reading. The process has
been described by Clay (1991a) as “learning
how to access visual sources of information
while reading for meaning with divided at-
tention” {p. 286). Thewmere children use
pishlenig6lving While resding for meaning,
the greaterand-more flexible their problems

selving repertoires become. It is the respon-

sibility of the teticher, therefore, to be sure
that children receive the support and suid-
ance they need to read challenging texts
every day. Guided reading is designed to sup-
port that process.

More commonly, the second question is
answered yes—children are reading texts
that are too difficult for them. Qur rule of
thumb is that if the reader, with an intro-
duction and support, cannot read abour %0
percent of the words accurately, the text is
oo difficult. The accuracy analysis here is
not a test of the reader but a test of the
teacher’s selection and inroduction of the
text. A hard text for a reader does not pro-
vide an opportunity for smooth problem
solving, and for meaning to guide the
process. The process may break down, into
individual word calling (or frantic random
guessing) that does not make sense and is
not productive.

When children solve words using visual
informarion, they need to be able to verify
their success using meaning and structure
cues. At the same time, they make predic-

tions from language structure and meaning
(what the text is likely to say) while check-
ing their predictions against the makeup of
the word, asking implicitly, Does it look
right? Accuracy of reading is not as impor-
tant as learning the process of using different
sources of information, self-monitoring, and
cross-checking; the process is too difficult if
the text is hard.

If the texts are extremely difficult, the
situation is even more disastrous for the
young reader. This can happen when the
more inexperienced children are forced into
“whole-class” reading or into reading basals
that contain almost no texts a given group of
children can read. In this case, the process
completely breaks down and there may be
bizarre responses such as “mumble reading.”
Childrers may also attempt to read along
without looking at the print, trying to re-
member the eritire text, or just read along
one step behind all the other children with
almost no independent processing. The situ-
ation for the child would be something like
petforming in a choir without knowing the
music or words.

The answer is not to eliminate whole-
class experiences but to use them for activi-
ties like shared reading and interactive
writing, which are designed for the class
community or a small group. Nor is it practi-
cal or even desirable to teach each child in-
dividually. Guided reading takes advantage
of social support and allows the teacher to
operate efficiently, to work with the tension
between ease and challenge that is necessary
to support readers’ moving forward in their
learning.

The Essentials of Guided Reading

Figure 1-1 outlines the essential elements of
guided reading. It summarizes the teacher’s
and children’s actions before, during, and af-
ter the reading.

What the teacher does
The teacher’s actions emerge from (1) ob-
serving the children as they read and write <
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- Thie Essential Elcments of Guided Reading

I BPPrOPLIAS fext, one
-supportive but wirh a
woblems fo-solve

foparcs anintroduction to the
sogy

“bricfly introduces rhe srory, keep-
yeetiming the meuning, langmge,
mhl i;ifm‘nhtiut\ in thetext,

[ anidhe knowledge, EXpETILICe,

: dﬂd slcﬂls of, Ehe reader

. ,-,}n‘-.avéfs,so_me qutstions i be
I arswercd throuph rending

[:3‘\3:4%3;; tha reading

- r———.]

After the reading

. “istens in”

- observes the readers behaviors
for evidence of strategy use

» confinns children's problem-soiv-
ing artemprs and successes

« inwerscts with individuals to assise
with problem solvihg at difficubty
{when approprizte)

- mutkes notes shout the strategy
wse of ndividual reuders

o talks ahout the story with rhe
children

= jnvites personal response

+ retuns 1o the rext for one or two
teaching opportunities such ay find-
ing evidence or discussing problem-
solving .

« ussesses children's understanding
of what they read

* sometimes engages the children
in cxtending the story through such

-activities as drama, writing, art, or

muore reading

|+ engage in a conversation about
-V ehe story

« raise quesrions
- build expuetations

« matice information in the rexe

- read the whole text or a unified
part t themselves (softly ur
silently)

» request help in problem solving
when needed

« talk ahout the story

e check predicrions and react per-
sonally e the story or information

+ revisit the text at points of prob-
lem solving as guided by the
teacher

« may reread the story fo a parrer
or independently

» somnerimes engage in actlviries
that involve exrending and v
responding to the texr {(such as
drama or journal wriring)

FIGURE 1-1  The cssential elements of gulded reading

and (2) studying and analyzing the available
texts. The reacher’s rask is complex because
he must constantly keep in mind text char-
acteristivs, reader characreristics, and a
growing knowledge of the reading process
and how peaple build this process in unique
WaYs over time.

Before the reading

Knowiny the individuals in the smalI group,
the teacher selects a new rext to introduce.
He carefully marches the readers ro a text
that offers an appropriate level of support
but also includes some challenges. Each new -
text provided to the group should have a fow
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new things to leamm but not so many that
children have to struggle. The teacher’s goal
is children’s successful problem solving on
an extended piece of text.

Introductions are brief and vary with
each book. They also vary according to the
readers’ interests and needs and the charac-
teristics of the text. The teacher’s goal is to
interest the children in the story, relate it to
their experience, and provide a frame of
meaning that will support problem solving.
He discusses the ritle and author and pro-
vides an overall sense of what the book is
about. Based on his knowledge of the chil-
dren, the teacher may suggest personal con-
nections to the story. The introduction is
conversational rather than a prescribed story
review or series of questions. It uses new or
important vocabulary and syntactic struc-
tures that may be unfamiliar to the group.
Even proper names that may be difficult for
children can be emphasized in the introduc-
tion. It “debugs” the book for the children by
directing their attention to new text features
they will need to use as readess.

The teacher does not “preteach” words
although he may call attention to a word in
context, asking children to locate it and no-
tice specific features such as the beginning
letter, The teacher guides the readers,to look
at the pictures and understand the structure
of the story and critical aspects of meaning.
When working with inexperienced readers,
the teacher may go ali the way through the
story talking about each picture. Sometimes
a briefer summary-like overview will provide
encugh support for children to read the text
successfully. The teacher would rarely read
the bock to the children first: the goal is for
them io read it themselves.

During the reading

Children who are just beginning to learn to
read are asked to read softly to themselves;
soon, they begin to read portions of the rext
silently. The clrimate gozal of guided reading
is mdependent silent reading. The teacher
may “listen n” or ask a specific student to

read aloud softly. He looks for evidence of
problem solving and intervenes as needed.
His observations help him plan quickly what
to teach after the first reading. This is a good
time to take a few notes on a clipboard.

After the reading

After a brief response to the story, the
teacher may decide to do nothing but send
the group back to other literacy activities.
He may, however, return to a part of the texr
to bring some example to the chiidren’s at-
tention or to support children’s growing
strategies. He may talk with che children
about the ideas in the story or ask them how
they liked the story and what it made them
think about. For a particular text, the
teacher may want to talk about the meaning
of the story more extensively. Routinely,
some teachers take a runming record with
one reader after the others have left the areg;
others establish another time during the day
to take several running records. The teacher
keeps careful records of guided reading; these
include books read, running records, and any
netes on specific reading behaviors. Some-
times teachers take a brief rime—no more
than one or two minutes—right after the
group meeting to jot down important obser-
vations while they are {resh in the mind.

What the children do

Before the reading

Children talk about the story, ask questions,
and build expectarions. The teacher’s intro-
duction supports their thinking about the
story so that comprehension is foregrounded.
Each child may be given a copy of the book
to view while the teacher introduces it, or
they may look at the teacher’s bock during
the introduction and then receive the book
to begin reading.

During the reading

Each child has a copy of the book and reads
the whole text. The reading is usually soft or
silent, but all members of the group are oper-
aring independently as readers at the same
time. This is not “round robin” reading, in
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: @mé@:hdﬁlﬁren cake turns reading aloud. In
* guided reading auch child has the opportu-
iy -t sobve problems while reading ex-
rended text and atrending to meaning. They
seomseruct meaning throughout the process,
fromn their initial predictions about the story
t> exampining the details of print in the text
v their reflections after the story i read. Be-
cause their use of reading straregies are simi-
lar, the children in the group can read the
carefutly selected bool: at about the same
rate and level of success, preferably with an
accuracy rate above 90 percent. This proce-
dure assures that children can process the
words successfully without losing meaning;
sehya good introduction, they should need
very lirtle teacher help. Children sustain at-
éption while problem solving an extended
piece af text and, in doing so, tuild a system
‘of srrategies thar they can use for reading
olyer texts.

After the reading

Afrerward ¢hildren are invited o talk about
the story they have read. Their individual
responses are valued by the teacher They
may be guided torevisit portions of the text.
A second reading of the rext together at this
point may be valuable ¥ it focuses on fluent
reading and smooth problem solving. Occa-
sionially, children may be thvited to extend
the textthrough further discussion or activi-
ties such as writing, art, or drama.

Evaluating Guided Reading

As with any insrructional approach, &
teacher will ask herself, How do 1 know
when I am using guided reading successfully!?
Ulrimately, the test is whether the approach
responds to the children’s leamning needs
and helps them develop a self-extending
reading system, one that fuels its own leam-
mg and enables the reader to continue o
leam through the act of reading. Good read-
ers have seli-extending systeins; they are in-
dependent. A reacher of guided reading
does not have to wait for the results of end-
of-year testing 1o know that the instrucrion

is successtul. She will know thar guided
reading is effective if moment-ro-moment
observations and runmning records show that
children are using effective reading strate-
gies. She will also note that children are able
w0 demonstrate effective reading behavior
and read progressively more difficuls texts
accurately and fluently.

Children who are learning to read need
o

§ Fnjoy reading even when texts are
challenging.

B Be successful even when texts are
chailenging. .

B Have opportunities to problem-solve
while reading.

g Read for meaning even when they must
do some problem solving.

B Leamn strategies they can apply to their
reading of other texts.

§ Use their strengths.

§ Have their active proklem solving
confirmed.

1 Use what they know to get to what they
do not yet know.

B Talk sbout and respond to what they
read.

B Expand their knowledge and
understanding through reading.

E Make connecrions between texts they
have read and between their own world
knowledge and reading.

We sometimes mistakenly assume that
these needs can be met just by providing
good books and encouraging children to ex-
plore them. In fact, what most young readers
need cannot be found in books alone. The
process of reading must be dynamically sup-
ported by an interaction of text reading and
good teaching. Guided reading serves this
important goal.

Suggestions for Professional
Development

1. Ower a period of two weeks analyze your
daily schedule. Ask yourself:
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How much time do I spend on
reading instruction?

Where does reading instruction
appeat in my schedule?

How much reading instruction
does each child receive each
week?

How much time do children spend
reading extended text at an
appropriate level?

How much time do 1 spend in
individual conferences? in whole-
class instruction?

How many books does each child
read each week! (You may want
to count or estimate the number
of words {in text] each child
reads independently each

weelk.)

ig

2. After answering these questions, you will
have a greater awsreness of how much
supported reading children do and a good
idea of the amount of time you need to
allocate for guided reading. You will also
know where reading instruction fits into
your schedule. Ask yourself:
# Are my students doing enough
reading?
B What kinds of texts are they reading?
Are they too easy! too hard?
g Do ! have at least an uninterrupred
hour for working with small groups in
guided reading?

3. Rearrange your schedule so that you have
at least one hour per day for guided reading.
Then begin setting up vour management
system {see Chapter 3).
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